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Church Calendar

“Becoming the Channels of Goodness”

(Second Sunday after Epiphany)
John 1:43-51

Fr. Geevarghese Thomas

M ANKARA ORT

This passage has got certain interesting and mystifying dialogues with great
spiritual insights. In our maiden contemplations, some of us might have been
perplexed by a sudden confession of Nathaniel. When Philip told him that Jesus
from Nazareth is the awaited Messiah, he didn’t show any acceptance, rather
makes quite vilifying comment - “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?”
Later, during their interaction, Jesus the Word of God, the omniscient Creator
makes a praiseworthy attribution on Nathaniel. On being asked, Where did you
get to know me?, Jesus answered - “l saw you under the fig tree before Philip
called you.” And all of a sudden Nathaniel confesses Jesus’ deity. What made
Nathaniel to exclaim - “Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of
Israel”?

In the history of Israel, the prophets have used a metaphor of tree for the
destruction and re-emergence of Israel; once it was cut down and a new branch
of hope will sprout up for the Messianic fulfilment. This is what Isaiah prophesies
- “A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a Branch will bear
fruit” (Isaiah 11:1). The Hebrew word for the noun “Branch” used here is “netzer”,
which is the same root for Nazareth. Now let us connect the following prophesies:

“Hear now, O Joshua the high priest, you and your friends who sit before you,
for they are men of good omen: behold, | will bring my servant the Branch. For
behold, upon the stone which | have set before Joshua, upon a single stone with
seven facets, | will engrave its inscription, says the Lord of hosts, and | will remove
the guile of this land in a single day. In that day, says the Lord of hosts, every one
of you will invite his neighbor under his vine and under his fig tree.” (Zechariah
3:8-10)

“Behold, the days are coming, says the Lord, when | will raise up for David a
righteous Branch, and he shall reign as king and deal wisely, and shall execute
justice and righteousness in the land. In his days Judah will be saved, and Israel will
dwell securely. And this is the name by which he will be called: ‘The Lord is our
righteousness.”” Jeremiah 23:5-6

“And he went and dwelt in a city called Nazareth, that what was spoken by the
prophets might be fulfilled, ‘He shall be called a Nazarene.””(Matthew 2:23)

The town Nazareth came into existence much later after the death of the
prophets. There was not any direct prophecy of Jesus to be called Nazarene. It is
in the prophetical-Messianic context of Nazareth “NZR” or “the Branch”, Jesus is
called “the righteous branch - Nazarene.”

When the omniscient Creator used a single phrase “..under the fig tree”, it
was a thunderclap experience for Nathaniel, to realise his role in the great
prophesies along with the prophetical implications of the Branch - the Messiah!

Reflections
1. Discipleship is a life of conviction to say- “Come and See”.

Philip was “found” and chosen by Lord Jesus to “follow him” to be one among
the disciples. Philip finds Nathaniel and shares the knowledge of the One spoken
in the Laws and the Prophets! The authority of the Creator in stating “follow me”
has a mesmerising force of fashioning an ordinary human into a “called out”
one in the extension of God’s Incarnate ministry. This force makes the recipient
to have a conviction of who Christ Jesus is. He is then the “Love” for Law substitute;
He is then the Messianic King prophesied. The discipleship of Philip reflects in
participating in the “finding” ministry. He finds Nathaniel to tell him about
Jesus of Nazareth. In response, Nathaniel counters with a belittling statement
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on Nazareth. Nazareth was believed to be a stigmatic place and of nothing
much significant record. A very interesting thing to learn from this dialogue is,
Philips assuredness in his conviction about the Messiah, even when he was
countered by a belittling stigmatic belief about Nazareth (provided Nathaniel
had not any personal objective in defaming Jesus’ personality. Later, Christ
Himself praises and says, Nathaniel is a true Israelite in whom there is no
deceit). Philip rather responds - “Come and See”.

The present world is tempted to grow in self-centredness. Because of which,
there is a counter tendency of despising the goodness in every aspects: be it in
interpersonal relationships, religion, politics etc. The ‘mind of Philip’ here, is
an inspiration to lead in the belief of “the goodness” realised and to not be
dismayed by any challenging drives. He simply says- “Come and See.” Our life
must be a persistent call to invite others to the goodness we have realised.
Philip here becomes a primary source who channelised (introduced) the
goodness (the knowledge about the promised savior) to others.

2. Discipleship as the quality of being receptive to the revelatory teachings.

The very moment when Nathaniel was given a revelatory statement - “l saw
you under the fig tree”, he was welcomed to realise the prophetical implications
in himself and in Jesus of Nazareth. And at once, Nathaniel exclaims - “Rabbi,
you are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel!” Nathaniel realised the vocation
in Jesus’ self revelation through His omniscience, through His Divine wisdom.
He acknowledges Jesus as “Rabbi- the Teacher” and confesses Him as the Son of
God and the King of Israel. Now compare this confession with the following
Gospel account — “A certain ruler asked Jesus, Good teacher, what must | do to
inherit eternal life? Why do you call me good? Jesus answered. No one is good—
except God alone” (Luke 18:18,19). It is understood that the ruler was fascinated
by Jesus’ teachings. But the fall in his quest for eternal life was, to be ignorant of
Christ’s deity and the reluctance in obeying Christ’s teaching or command
pertaining to his wealthy life. He rightly acknowledges Christ as good teacher.
But he fails to confess Him as the Son of God. That is why Christ gives him a
revelatory teaching - No one is gopod—except God alone.

Many a times we fail to be receptive of good things or teachings been revealed
to us, which are at times God’s self revelatory teachings to make us inheritors of
life eternal. It is because of a life solely or in parallel, growing with the normative
trends of faithlessness. Today, there are some professional mystic leaders and
motivational speakers (not belonging to any religion) too, who might be qualified
in quoting various scriptures, passively tending the world to adapt the principles
of humanism, over the spirituality grounded in faith and traditions. But we need
a ‘receptive mind of Nathaniel’ to discern the God'’s self revelatory teachings.
These teachings come through different channels. We need to discern the
channels of people, things, and even our personal desires. Some are the channels
leading us astray (as in the case of the ruler, his desire for wealth), whereas
some are the channels of God’s Self Revelation, for which we need to be receptive
in order to be disciples of Christ.

Conclusion

The present world is growing in the illusions of goodness! We need to be
vigilant having a ‘mind of Philip’, to be assured and realise the innate goodness
in which we are created and ultimately the goodness in others. We also need a
‘mind of Nathaniel’ to be receptive of God’s Self Revelatory teachings through
the channels of goodness in our surroundings. May God bless us. 0
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Judah’s journey - ii

After leading a nomadic journey, Jacob settled down in the land of Canaan
hoping to lead a normal peaceful life. It was no secret that Jacob loved
Joseph more than others and this was a cause of discontent amongst other
brothers. Joseph's dream wherein the sheaves of his brothers bowed down
to him added fuel to the fire and the brothers hated him more. ““Joseph
was asked by Jacob to check on his brothers who were feeding the flock.
Upon seeing Joseph, the brothers had a murderous intent, but Reuben thought
otherwise. "And Reuben said to them, “Shed no blood, but cast him into this
pit which is in the wilderness, and do not lay a hand on him”—that he might
deliver him out of their hands, and bring him back to his father." (Genesis
37:22). Perhaps this was an opportunistic move by Reuben; so as to get
back into the good books of his father after what he did with Bilhah. The
brothers stripped Joseph of his tunic (that was gifted by Jacob) and cast
him into a pit. (v.23-24).““ ““If we read the above and subsequent verses,
we infer the following:““a) Reuben didn’t share his intent of saving
Joseph with the brothers. All of them understood that putting Joseph in a
dry pit would ensure that he languishes without food and water and ulti-
mately dies. The brothers are also spared the offence of shedding their
sibling’s blood since they did not ‘directly’ kill Joseph.““b) Reuben seems
to have departed from the brothers for a short while. v. 29 notes Reuben’s
shock at not finding Joseph in the pit.“““Thankfully Judah had a flicker of
reasoning left and suggests that they instead sell Joseph rather than allow-
ing him to suffer here or be killed. “What profit is there if we kill our brother
and conceal his blood? Come and let us sell him to the Ishmaelites, and let
not our hand be upon him, for he is our brother and our flesh.” And his
brothers listened.” (v.26-27). To have 8 brothers agree to his proposal of
ensuring that Joseph at least lives is not a small feat that Judah
accomplished.“““The brothers presented Joseph’s tunic, dipped in the blood
of a kid-goat, to Jacob who was inconsolable. The fire of hatred didn’t just
devour Joseph, but it consumed their father too. In that moment, the broth-
ers especially Judah (since it was his idea to sell Joseph) realised the cata-
strophic consequences of their actions and perhaps that is the reason why
Judah departed from his brothers (Genesis 38:1).““Maybe he couldn’t face
Jacob after what he and his brothers did with Joseph. This whole chapter
38 isall about Judah’s spiritual decline however he sides with truth in Tamar’s
case thus saving her and her twins from execution.“““Meanwhile Joseph’s
adventurous journey takes him places and he becomes the governor of
Egypt. In absence of Joseph, Jacob’s attention and love is showered on
Benjamin. During a famine, Jacob sends all of his sons, except Benjamin,
to Egypt so that they procure food. The brothers go to the governor (not
recognising that he is their brother Joseph) and bow before him (Gen 42:6).
Joseph’s dream that he saw as a teenager was now fructifying into reality.
Joseph imprisons Simeon and commands the brothers that if they want
Simeon free and more food then they must bring down their youngest
brother.““Jacob is initially reluctant to allow Benjamin to go. Reuben as-
sures that if anything happens to Benjamin, then Jacob may kill his two
sons. (Gen 42:37). Later Judah offers himself as a surety (Gen 43:8) and
Jacob finally concedes. In Egypt, Benjamin is framed on false charges and
Joseph wants him to be his slave. Judah and his brothers together offer
themselves to be slaves. Joseph refuses and says the rest can go to their
father, but Benjamin will stay with him as his slave. (Gen 44:1-17)““Judah
then requests a private audience with Joseph. This is a bold move- here is
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a brother of an accused, a common man, earlier suspected of being a spy
wanting to approach a governor, something a native Egyptian might not
dare. Judah tells that Jacob’s life is intertwined with that of Benjamin’s and
if Benjamin is left in Egypt, his father shall surely die. Judah then offers
himself to be the slave instead of Benjamin as he cannot withstand his
father’s plight if Benjamin is restrained here (Gen 44:18-34).“““This action
of Judah came from the place of love for his father. He no longer had the
resentment of being the secondary recipient of Jacob’s love. All he wanted
was his father’s happiness which now depended on Benjamin’s safety. In
that moment, Judah grew beyond the bitterness he had carried on for years
and offered himself as a substitute slave.““Joseph cries on seeing this self-
less act and reveals himself. Genuine repentance of the betrayer can move
the betrayed to tears. Judah had come a long way- in jealousy and resent-
ment, he was once ready to sell his father’s favourite child and now he
could do anything, even willingly put his life and freedom in jeopardy for his
father’s sake. Maybe it was this act of selfless emptying love that Judah
was fittingly chosen to be the ancestor of Christ.““As Judah found re-
demption may the Holy Spirit guide those who have betrayed others to
genuine repentance and new life. a
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